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The Gaelic League and Irish Music 

Bry SD WA R D 8JA R TYN 

T 
HE Gaelic League is not a musical society. It was instituted 
to restore the Irish language as the speaking language of 
Ireland, and to foster the study of the poetry and sagas in old 

and modern Irish. As subsidiary work, it strives to keep alive what- 
ever other Irish characteristics are good and likely to distinguish in an 
interesting manner our country from the rest of the world. Among 
such characteristics subsidiary to the language, by far the most important 
is our store of ancient and beautiful folk music. Therefore the Gaelic 
League has rightly decided to encourage and preserve it as well as 

possible in its native purity and accurate tradition of rendering. Only 
comparatively lately the importance of this folk music has begun to 
be understood. In the autumn of 1898 I attended the Galway Feis, 
where I heard some good country singing and piping. I was astonished 
at its rich colour and ancient tonality, and at the exquisite refinement 
of ear manifested by the best singers. It reminded me of the Oriental 
folk music of the Arabs and the liturgical music in Coptic and Greek 
churches. I, who had hitherto always hated Irish music, was enchanted 

by this: for this seemed to me the true thing descended from the bards 
and not the modernised and vulgar stuff given us in many collections 
of so-called Irish music. I hastened to proclaim my discovery in an 
article to Mr. Standish O'Grady's All Ireland Review. Again and 

again I called for the preservation of this fine old art. For some years 
my exhortations were treated with contempt, then a turn came, and 
now their justice is acknowledged by the Gaelic League and our best 
musicians. It is impossible, because of the frequent refinements of 

intervals, to render this true old Irish music in all its delicacy on a keyed 
instrument. The same was the case of an exquisite Moorish chant 
I heard whistled recently, but which sounded shorn of its charm when 

played on the piano. The reason, of course, is that the tuning of keyed 
instruments is only a compromise and must contain some inaccurate 
intervals which are fatal to the subtle charms of ancient tonalities. 

A society in the Gaelic League has been lately formed, called 
Cumann Ceoil, whose object is immediately to do the best that is possible 
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for the preservation of our folk music. Mr. Carl Hardebeck is the 

president; and we have succeeded in arresting the attention of other 
musicians who were hitherto hostile to what they considered 
barbarous and " low down," to use an expression of the imitation English 
for everything indigenous in Ireland. However, now that two such 

distinguished professionals as Mr. Carl Hardebeck and Mr. Vincent 
O'Brien have taken a serious interest in our folk music, the others need 
not fear to tarnish the blameless respectability of their calling by having 
anything to do with what a certain wiseacre called " that traditional 

vulgarity." But we must not be too sanguine: for of all professionals 
in the world, the most inane and tasteless probably are our average 
Irish musicians. Many of them think it beneath their dignity to train 
choir boys, an art which is practised by the most celebrated musicians 
in other countries. Nearly all are without feeling for great works. 
In this respect, to be sure, they are the fitting representatives of our 
half-educated and over-dressed public, whose musical taste is on a par 
of savagery with the fashion of wearing rings in the nose, and who would 

destroy great music in the Church, as by their vulgar and common- 

place predilections they have made it impossible in our theatres. 
*There would indeed be little hope for Irish music if it had to depend 

upon the musicians. They have already allowed the tradition of Irish 

harp-playing to die. They would now like to kill traditional singing in 
their besotted regard for a false and grotesque refinement, little realising 
that with the extinction of our characteristic and beautiful folk music 
must follow the extinction of the last hope for a native school of com- 

position, since the origins of all schools of music must be from the folk 
at first. That is what gives the schools their national diversity of 
character and colour. Hitherto Irish musicians have ignored their 
ancient folk music. That is why we have no Irish composers, if we 

except O'Brien Butler, whose work is intensely national from the colour 
it has taken from the folk. Mornington, Field (our greatest genius), 
Cooke, Balfe, Wallace, were Irishmen who wrote beautiful music in 
the English, German, or Italian styles. They did not write Irish music 
as Greig, for instance, wrote Norwegian music. It was left for O'Brien 
Butler to attempt that. His interesting experiments, after his being 
saturated by the folk, entitle him to be the father of Irish composers. 

The Gaelic League, therefore, if it succeeds in preserving the folk 
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GAELIC LEAGUE AND IRISH MUSIC 

airs in their purity, will be doing a work of the highest art value for 
posterity. The only satisfactory way it can preserve them seems to me 
is by having numerous records taken on the gramophone or some other 
improved instrument for recording sounds. This is sure to give an exact 
reproduction of the intervals and rendering. It is my opinion for 
reasons (as in the case of the Moorish melody) I have already stated 
that, except in dance music, none of our collections (not even the great 
one of Petrie) has successfully noted our music. The delicate intervals 
and rich colour of the song, as it is sung by a really good singer, is almost 
always absent. And that the singer must be good is, of course, indis- 
pensable. There are so many wretchedly bad country singers, that for 
most people the folk song is a thing of sad disrepute. But there are 
fortunately, some excellent singers too, male and female; moreover, 
even in Dublin there are some who have learned the style amazingly well. 
One of the chief requisites for such a singer is to have a very perfect ear, 
without which it will be impossible to render correctly the exquisite 
refinements of phrase and oriental tonality in the best traditional singing. 

As an objection against the value of our folk music it is sometimes 
said that it never can be accurately preserved because we do not know 
in what scale or scales it is written. At all events, the experts are not 
agreed as to scale. I do not think this much matters. What we require 
is to preserve in their purity these songs as traditionally sung, by having 
them mechanically reproduced. This will ensure a body of folk art 
whose peculiar national character will effect our future composers, who 
will doubtless write their music in the modern major and minor scales 
all the same. Some may consider this an impossibility; but I do not 
think it is, because we do not want to imitate the folk music. We only 
want to take our colour and rythm from it. No doubt it would be 
satisfactory if the true Irish folk scale was scientifically demonstrated, 
because it would put the whole study on surer foundations. But we 
must remember that the preservation of Irish folk music is chiefly 
important not for its own sake, but for the vital influence it may have 
in the future as the means whereby immortal works may yet arise out 
of Ireland. We may or may not have great composers in the future. 
But there is one thing certain, and that is we shall never have them 
at all, if we are only to depend upon what passes for Irish music in the 
various printed collections. 
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